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The Tran Ngoc Chau Affair

In early 1970, the Thicu regime
convicted a prominent South Vict-
nangse congressman, Tran Ngoc
Chau, and jailed him. Technically,
Chau’s offense was having contact
with, a brother who was a North
Vietnamese spy (de s:,Ltc the fact that
Chau was trying to get his brother to
defect to the South Victnamese
side). Actually, Chau's offense was
that he challenged President Thieu
politically.

There is nothing new in the per-
secution of political dissidents in
South Victnam. But there is some-
‘thing new in the American Em-
bassy’s virtual support for repression
of a dynamic and cffective anti-Com-
munist leader of national stature, one
who had worked closely with the
Americans,

_ Judged by traditional American
standards, the Chau is an un-
happy precedent in- this peiiod of
American withdrawal from Vietnam.,
It suggests that going along with
Thicu Is more important than justice,

Chau is now in a ¢ell in Saigon's
Chi Hoa pmon There Thicu wants
hir to remain, and there he remains,
despite two Supréine Court rulings to
the contrary. A mandarin turnad
democrat; an idealist turned unsuc-

ceessful martyr; a former Viet Minh
turned Diem loyalist turned  dis-
illusioned admirer of American vir-
tues; a passionate nationalist; an
honest, proud, stubborn, sentimental
person, Chau is ‘a quintessential—-
and forgotten—man in the middle.

In one sense the case of Deputy
Chau is by now a dead issue. It is six
months. sinice the definitive Supreme
Court ruling that Chau should be
freed. And Chau continues to lan-
guish in Chi Hoa unremembered.
Even his bid for political martyrdom
has fizzled. Yer the Chau affair does
live on, for it effectively charts the
-evolving political landscape.

In brief, Chau was convieted and
jailed not for being a formier Viet
Minh (which he was), or pro-Com-
munist (which he was not), but for
not informing on his “brather, who
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manv Soutn anam se with broth-
ers on “the oiher side,” Deputy Chau
was the one prosecuted because he
crossed Nguyen Ven Thicu poiiti-
cally—and because he was weak
enough for Thicu to crush as an ex-
ample to other, more poweartul rivals.

Several legal and political issues
arosc in the course of the Chau affair
as it stretched out over 1969 and
1970. The legal issues, as defined by

the South Vietnamcse Sup;'emc
Court, involved violation of Chau’s
parliamentary  hmmunity;  uncon-

stitutional jurisdiction over a civilian
case by a politically mualleable, no-
appeal military field court; and Presi-
dent Thicu's disrcgard of Supreme
Court decisions. '

Politically, the outcome of the
Chau case confirmed. for the present,
Thicu’s supremacy in Saicon. DBut
perhaps more  significantly, it
vealed the US. preference for stabil-
ity over legality in South Vietnam.

Chau’s rise

Characteristically, for he is an in-
dependent man, Tran Ngoe Chau
quit the Viet Minh in 1949, By then
hie had become disenchanted with the
Communist take-over of the Viet
Minh resistance, and with Commu-
nist murder of competing nation-
alists. He began maaking a name for
himself in the carly 1960s, when he
was appointed province chief of
Kicnhoa in the Mckong Delta of

‘South Vietnam. In this peried, just

prier to and after the assassination of
President Ngo Dinh Diem. South
Vietnam was in chaos, with the gov-
crnment losing one dl:[HCt and one
battalion a week. Kienhoa had been
longtime  Viet Minh-Viet Cong
strongfiold, yet Chau increased gov-
ernment control in the provinees from
15 percent to 57 percent of the
population, according to a cautious
Amcrican estimate at the time.

He did not accomplish this feat by
military victories. Instead, he but-
tressed the existing leadership of the
religious  groups—Buddhist,

only strong social structures apart
from the South Vietnamese Army
and the National Liberation Front.
Simuhancously, Chau provided clan-
nels for the pooulation to improve its
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justices. He experimented, too, with

a prototype of what would become

the  Revolutionary  Development
res—the paramilitary defense, in-

elligence, and pacification workers

in villages and hamlets.

is idcas caught on, and Revelu-
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tonary  Development, funded and
spomsored by the American  CIA,«

was ostablished as a national pro-
eram. At the end of 1968, Chau was
eppointed national training director.
{Contrary to some news reports, this
job, plus the routine contact he had,
a8 a provinee chiof, was Chau’s only
association with the CIA. He was
never  an  American  intelligence
agent,)

Ar the training
foumd himself in
powerful CIA. In

center Chau soon
conflict with the
vain Chau wished
Americans to be less obtrusive
haa they were. In vain he wished
the RD village teams to emphasize
rediess of villagers' gricvances rather
thon mtn.Illu»nu. gathering. Within six
ozhs, the arguments became so
# that Chau resigned as divector
::.mm"
ot unnaturall\ Chau's  dis-
comant with heavy-h Jhanded American
infleance - Vietnam, and with the
govarniment of the flamboyant Pre-
mies Ky, led him “into pﬁlllms In
1967 he ran for deputy to the Lower
Houie from Kienhoa, collecting one
of tic largest votes n.cu\ud by any
ck"“‘d ckalt},'
¢ future locked hopeful, Nguyen
Van Lhu.u with whom Chau had been
friezdly in carlier days when they were:
both junior army officers under Diem,’
had Sy now supplanted Nguyen Cao
Ky s top man in Saigon. Chau ex-’
pectsd improvements, and he counted
himglf basicallv pro-government.
Tiieu and Chau began to fall out
somutime during” 1968, The Tet of-
fensize and its aftermath prompted
Chax to think about a political settle-
mend to the war. Specifically, Chau
was ane of the first to suspect that
the Zet offensive would prove to be
the list straw for the United States,

m
acu

‘cf

and %e felt that Washington would
henc:forth try to disengage from
Vietruin
[e tteved that the United States
»wou's = be interested only in con-
tainizy the militacy and political situ-
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was zoavinced that the kind of short-
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